


















































various stages of the Hero's Journey in a story from a film, video game, or novel of their own
choosing.” ® Table 3 provides a simple application of Hamby’s template through an analysis of

Olds’ life journey.

The Hero Robin Olds with heroic fighter pilot qualities

The Quest Fly in Combat

Ordinary World Young Robin Olds wants to escape and join the military

Call to Adventure, Herald |[World War II

Mentor Olds’s father, commanders, Hub Zemke and General Carl Spaatz
Talisman Special ability in aerial combat, his airplane(s), his ‘lucky’ socks
Threshold Guardian Go to combat: first in WWII, later in Vietnam

Allies Fellow likeminded warriors

Shadow Antagonist or force, SAC minded Air Force

Tests Assignments, promotions, staff positions in the Pentagon
Supreme Ordeal Lead men in combat—as a Wing Commander in Vietnam
Reward Validation of successful Combat Leadership

Wisdom Leading men successfully is the most important skill for a warrior

Table 3: Adaptation of Olds as a Hero®
Robin Olds’s life is a perfect fit into either Joseph Campbell’s monomyth or Christopher
Vogler’s mythic blueprint structure. More importantly, this solution is a short-term option that is

low-cost and low-risk for both the Air Force and Hollywood.
Feasibility and Risk

A feature film based on the heroic life of Robin Olds has several benefits and provides a
low-cost solution for the Air Force’s dilemma. Additionally, this film could serve as a catalyst
for other positive effects, such as recruiting a talented pool of officer candidates who will be the
next generation of Air Force warriors. Further, this film would provide positive publicity for the
Air Force. This section examines the feasibility of this approach in addition to the risks of
continued low warrior morale. The Air Force would be well served to investigate this solution to
increase fighter pilot morale and retention.

To help examine the benefits of an Air Force film about Robin Olds, it is important to
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discuss its feasibility. The Air Force has shifted its focus from promoting major motion films
solely about the Air Force, as it did in the days of SAC, to a supporting role in major action
movies such as Transformers, Iron Man, Terminator Salvation, and Green Lantern. Current
audiences are conditioned to seeing the Air Force on the big screen in a positive supporting role
which offers an opportunity for a successful film about an Air Force hero. Additionally,
computer generated imagery (CGI) allows recreating major battle scenes of WWII and Vietnam
which would be difficult based on the limited availability of vintage aircraft. CGI can also
significantly reduce the overhead and total cost of making a major combat aviation film.

Burdening the US taxpayers, via the Air Force, with the cost of making a film may have
worked well in the past and paid dividends, but it is now unrealistic. Rather than concentrating
on the funding structure of the past, other successful lessons of military movies can entice
Hollywood to produce an Air Force film. It can be argued that audiences love a winner, and
American audiences love to see America as a winner. The history of the Air Force is filled with
American success which Robin Olds help create. Olds was a successful leader, warrior, and hero
who audiences can relate to due to his grit, struggle, and perseverance to win.

In addition to feasibility, another factor to consider is the risk of continued low warrior
morale. If untreated, the core of the Air Force’s warfighting capability will continue to erode.
The challenge is acting prior to passing an undefined tipping point which is only evident after the
opportunity has past. Once past the point of no return, it takes decades to restore the skills and
proficiency required to transform from a hollow force to a credible fighting entity.

There are several counter arguments to the hollow-force threat, such as the long standing
fighter pilot shortage and that airpower is moving away from manned aircraft.®* Both of these

arguments are flawed. First, it is true the shortage is nothing new, but this fails to take into
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account the forecast of additional requirements by the F-35 and the bow wave of mandatory
retirements approaching from the airline industry. More importantly with only 3.8 percent of the
officer corps trained in the art of aerial combat, the time to build and the recoup diminished
capacity and expertise is significant. Current fighter pilot production falls short of the required
sustainment goal by 18 percent. Unfortunately, this gap is forecast to expand in 2016 to a 20
percent shortfall.® This is a significant challenge when combined with the two-year lead time to
produce an inexperienced fighter pilot. Conversely to replace the experienced fighter pilots
exiting the service after their 10-year commitment, it requires a decade and millions of US
taxpayer dollars. The shortfall’s continued existence contributes to a huge combat capability risk.

The unmanned aircraft argument is also riddled with holes. While it is true the Air
Force’s Remotely Piloted Aircraft (RPA) community is now larger than any manned aircraft
community, it is stabilizing.®® RPA capability and capacity will be unable to match or replace
fighter technology for 20 to 30 years based on the current sluggish Department of Defense
Acquisition System. This is in addition to the funding challenges described in the first section of
this paper. These counterpoints do not hold water and rather clarify the risks to the combat
capability of the Air Force.

Recommendations

A viable low-cost and expedient solution is required to attack low warrior morale in order

to counter the fighter pilot retention challenge.
e First recommendation: The Air Force should engage the film industry to
investigate and scope the potential for an action film on the heroic life of Robin
Olds.

e Second recommendation: In conjunction with film production, Headquarters Air
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Force, A3 has produced a decision quality product comprised of 30
recommendations to redesign the Fighter Pilot enterprise.®’ Due to the cost and
time to implement the recommendations, the Air Force should internally
acknowledge the severity of the issue and announce a combined film and fighter
enterprise redesign strategy.

Considering the Air Force’s limited resources across its five technological and expensive mission

sets, attacking low morale is required to combat the fighter pilot shortfall.
Conclusion

The Air Force’s low fighter pilot morale problem is not new, but it is real. Based on low
fighter pilot ACIP acceptance and near-term increased US airline hiring expectations, retention
rates could further decrease. However, the additional near-term additive F-35 fighter pilot
requirements could spell disaster not only for the Air Force but could have negative
consequences for US National Security. It is understandable that declining budgets drive hard
choices. However, these choices then manifest into low readiness rates, and low morale naturally
follows resulting in quality people separating from the service.

The Air Force has a history of teaming with Hollywood during times of crisis, in WWII
and the Cold War. Current conditions do not allow quick solutions and therefore a minimal cost
option must be investigated. Teaming with film producers is a valid way to promote the history
of the Air Force, shaping a positive public image and celebrating a heroic and iconic Air Force
hero. Joseph Campbell’s monomyth formula is well suited to the heroic life of Robin Olds. The
result could be a viable stop-gap until budgets stabilize and readiness rates improve.

The timing of the decision is also important. Interestingly, the purported upcoming

release of Top Gun 2, which would bring Maverick back to the big screen, offers the Air Force
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an opportunity to capitalize on the US Navy’s past success once again. As a final thought,
Stephan Wilkinson once proposed the idea of pitching Olds’s life story to Hollywood, but he
dismissed the suggestion. He wrote that a film about a “maverick, a drinker, a mean sonofabitch
in a bar fight” who was an All-American football star, triple-ace fighter pilot, and married a
movie star would be too far-fetched to believe.®® However, on the other hand, it is surprising
what people will believe and, more importantly, what they are willing to pay for a top billed
movie, especially one that honors a revered fighter pilot who helped shape the Air Force. As the
CSAF said after Robin Olds died in 2010, “His influence upon who we are as an Air Force today

can hardly be overstated.”®
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